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Incompatibility in Marriage as the Core Reason of Adultery: 

A Study of F Scott Fitzgerald’s the Great Gatsby 

Abstract 

F Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is a highly acclaimed American novel 
published after the eventful years of the First World War. The novel depicts the American 
society in transition. It is the society of the rich and mighty. Having a wife and a mistress 
was the norm of the society. The paper evaluates the issue of incompatibility as the core 
reason of adultery in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. The study also aims to enumerate the 
cause and effect of adultery as depicted in the novel. 

Key Terms : First World War, transition, milieu, repercussion, adultery 

God knows what you've been doing.... 

You may fool me,but you can't fool God!!! 

—The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald 


Introduction 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s literary masterpiece. The Great Gatsby, portrays the post First 
World War American society that has been called the Gay Twenties, the Jazz Age, the 
Aspirin Age and many other names which indicate an atmosphere of excess and excitement 
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(Wyatt: 1974). According to Fitzgerald, it was an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was 
an age of excess and it was an age of satire (Fitzgerald, the Jazz Age). The novel depicts a 
gross, materialistic, careless society of coarse wealth spread on the top of a sterile world. 
Furthermore, the novel makes an assessment of the spirit of a race going hedonistic, deciding 
on pleasure (Bradbury: 1992). The contemporary American society had given a lot of 
freedom to women. The female characters in the novel “represent the new liberty of women 
to be themselves or, at least, to act in any way they chose” (Wyatt: 164). 

Though the main theme of The Great Gatsby is the death of the Great American 
Dream, the theme of adultery also occupies a major space in the novel. By 1920s, women in 
America had equal rights in the court of law: they could vote, they could get divorce, and 
moreover, they could enjoy the same freedom given to men in the books of law. However, 
with the new freedom, the old and accepted roles of mother, wife and mistress were 
threatened. As the 1920s began, the old, conservative ways of life began to disintegrate. As a 
result, sexual morals loosened and Americans began to live a life of promiscuousness with a 
disregard for “traditional” ways. 

Incompatibility in Marriage 

In The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald exposes the values and manners of the contemporary 
American society. He seems to emphasize upon the fact that incompatibility in marriage 
may be the core reason of adultery. There are two married couples in the novel: Daisy and 
Tom, and Myrtle and George. Daisy and Tom belong to the upper strata of the society 
whereas George and Myrtle live in ‘the valley of ashes’ where only poor people live. In both 
the marriages, there are issues of incompatibility. 

The incompatibility is shown by Daisy, when she describes her feelings to Nick. Daisy feels 
that she has been fooled and betrayed by her husband Tom. She reacts: “how I’ve gotten to 
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feel about — things. Well, she (her daughter) was less than an hour old and Tom was God 
knows where” ( The Great Gatsby : 24). Nick understands Daisy’s feelings as Tom takes him 
to meet his girlfriend, Myrtle Wilson, the wife of George Wilson. Tom asks Nick, “I want 
you to meet my girl” {The Great Gatsby : 30). Nick finds Myrtle as a symbol of physical 
attraction, and this is one important cause of adultery. Nicks describes Myrtle: 

She was in the middle thirties, and faintly stout, but she carried her flesh sensuously, 
as some women can. Her face, contained no facet or gleam of beauty, but there was an 
immediate perceptible vitality about her as if the nerves of her body were continually 
smouldering. She smiled slowly and, walking through her husband as if he were a 
ghost shook hands with Tom, looking him flush in the eye. {The Great Gatsby : 31) 
Myrtle’s soft and seductive approach towards Tom reveal her adulterous mindset. She is 
much more inclined to Tom, and is not bothered about her husband. There are reasons that 
justify Tom and Myrtle’s inclination towards each other. The justification is expressed by 
Catherine, Myrtle’s sister who explains the circumstances while they are all in the New York 
apartment. Catherine mentions: “Neither of them can stand the person they’re married 

to.What I say is, why go on living with them if they can’t stand them. If I was them 

I’d get a divorce and get married to each other right away” {The Great Gatsby: 38). 

On the other hand, Myrtle’s confession regarding her own marriage to George Wilson and 
her reasons to betray her husband get reflected in the following lines : 

I married him because I thought he was a gentleman.I thought he knew something 

about breeding, but he wasn’t fit to lick my shoe.The only crazy I was 

when I married him. I knew right away I made a mistake. He borrowed somebody’s 
best suit to get married, and never told me about it, and the man came after it one day 
when he was out.”(77?<? Great Gatsby :39) 
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Myrtle’s acknowledgement reveals her aspiration to move to upper class society. There is 
also a reference to Wilson’s inability of providing everyday food and his impotency too. 
Keath Fraser mentions that the allusion to breeding appears to be about class, but the drift 
beneath seems sexual. The highly sexed Myrtle is childless, and her husband is impotent. 
Perhaps that is the reason for her constant desire to escape him. (Fraser : 1986) 

Myrtle has reasons for her failed relationship with her husband. But at the same time, there 
are obvious reasons for giving preference to Tom at the expense of her husband. In describing 
her first meeting with Tom, Myrtle stresses upon the class distinction, the physical 
appearance and Tom’s expensive clothes. She narrates her first encounter with Tom: 

He had on a dress suit and patent leather shoes, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off him, 
but every time he looked at me I had to pretend to be looking at the advertisement 
over his head. When we came into the station he was next to me and his white shirt 
front pressed against my arm, and so I told him, I’d have to call a policeman, but he 

knew I lied.All I kept thinking about, over and over was ‘you can’t live forever; 

you can’t live forever.’ (The Great Gatsby :40) 

On the one hand, there is an adulterous relationship between Tom and Myrtle, and on the 
other, there is Gatsby’s infatuation for Daisy. In the New York Plaza, in front of Daisy, Nick 
and Jordan, there is a confrontation between Tom and Gatsby. Gatsby’s pride and Daisy’s 
preference for wealth is exposed during the confrontation in the plaza. Despite his own moral 
failings, Tom grumbles at his wife’s new found freedom” (Wyatt : 1992). Tom reacts at 
Gatsby in the following lines: 

What kind of a row are you trying to cause in my house anyhow ?.I suppose 

the latest thing is to sit back and let Mr. Nobody from Nowhere make love to your 
wife.’’(The Great Gatsby: 121) 


Gatsby, arrogantly, reacts by wishing Daisy to leave Tom and returns to him. Gatsby 
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challenges Tom: 

Your wife doesn't love you. . . . She’s never loved you. She loves me.She never 

loved you, do you hear . . . ? She only married you because I was poor and she was 
tired of waiting for me. It was a terrible mistake, but in her heart she never loved any 
one except me! ( The Great Gatsby : 121-122) 

When Daisy’s turn comes, she accepts her love for Gatsby, but also makes fun of him. Her 
confession is significant as she declares her love for Gatsby in front of her husband, Tom. 

I never loved him [Tom]. . . Oh, you [Gatsby] want too much . . . ! I love you 
now—isn't that enough? I can't help what's past." She began to sob helplessly. I’d 
love him once—but I loved you too."Gatsby"s eyes opened and closed. You loved me 
too?" he repeated. ( The Great Gatsby : 123) 

The relationship between Daisy and Gatsby is paradoxically essential in a way that 
it shows the real personalities of both the lovers. Gatsby employs the financial means to 
claim his spiritual love while Daisy neglects Gatsby’s true love in order to live a 
prosperous life. Daisy’s inclination towards money and wealth gets disclosed in the 
following conversation between Gatsby and Nick: 

She’s got an indiscreet voice....It's full of—I hesitated. Her voice is full of money, he 
[Gatsby] said suddenly. That was it. I’d never understood before. It was full of 
money— that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle of it, the 

cymbals’ song of it.High in a white palace the king's daughter,the golden 

girl...(T he Great Gatsby : 112). 

Fitzgerald wants to emphasize the fact that the marriage of Tom Buchanan and Daisy 
is not an incompatible marriage. They both come from a privileged background, and care 
nothing for the people around them. The gap between them is caused by Tom's adultery. So, 
Daisy wants to bridge that gap by showing her inclination towards Gatsby, at least, 
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temporarily. Consequently, Daisy goes to Gatsby’s house and spends her afternoons with 
him. While Daisy doesn’t have any real desire to leave Tom, Myrtle is very dismissive of 
her husband, and is eager to leave him. In fact, in contrast from Tom and Daisy’s unified 
front, Myrtle and George’s marriage appears fractured from the beginning. (Wulick : 2018) 

Daisy’s adultery is not for material reasons, rather it is to take revenge on Tom's 
affair with Mrs Wilson. If their marriage can’t be called ‘an incompatible marriage, it is an 
ill-conceived one.’ It breeds trouble for other people. Tom and Daisy’s acts of adultery bring 
death, but, none of them even care. Their carelessness towards the society’s obligations and 
moral standards is awe-raising. Daisy does not want to get divorced from her husband; 
nonetheless, she wants to keep her affair with Gatsby. Daisy is the representative of 
everything Gatsby had dreamt of. This image is corrupted, and it is an omen of death. As a 
result, he fails to see that and the consequence is his death. (Hamadallah : 2013) 

Adultery and its Punishment 

The Great Gatsby presents a different attitude towards adultery. In the Jazz Age 
there was no punishment for Daisy’s sin or even Tom's. There was no moral judgement upon 
their acts of adultery. Everything is corrupted, and the only objection comes from Jordan. 
Daisy kisses Gatsby in front of others, and when Jordan says, “You forget there’s a lady 
present,.“I don't care,” was Daisy’s answer. (The Great Gatsby: 109) 

When George Wilson discovers Myrtle’s infidelity, he pushes her towards the 
window to face the ‘blue and gigantic’ eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg’s statue. Then, he 
comments,“God knows what you' ve been doing. You may fool me, but you can't fool God” 
(The Great Gatsby. 147). Yet, one cannot help feeling that Myrtle’s death is not a 
punishment, but a result of carelessness of the rich people. When her husband suspects and 
tries to restrict Myrtle, she complaints, “Beat me!. Throw me down and beat me, you 
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dirty little coward! A moment later she rushed into the dusk, waving her hands and 
shouting ; before he could move from his door the business was over.” (The Great 
Gatsby: 127) 

Conclusion 

During the time of The Great Gatsby women had got power to be free to achieve 
her desire, even outside the bond of marriage. “The women in Gatsby, Jordon, Daisy and 
Myrtle—they all represent in one way or another the meaninglessness and promiscuity that 
had crept into the 1920s” (Faust: 2008). “All the women in the Great Gatsby to some extent 
or another are unfaithful, whether it is to their husbands or to their friends” 
(Semkasnashvili : 2013). 

For Tom and Daisy, adultery appears to be a privilege rather than a sin. In the case of 
Tom, adultery is just a need to quench his physical need. For Gatsby, it is an opportunity 
to restore the past. For Daisy, it is entertaining and vengeful at the same time. For Mrs. 
Wilson, adultery is a way to get out of the drudgery she abhors. In case of Daisy, it is to 
take revenge on Tom’s affair with Mrs Wilson. Daisy feels that she has been fooled and 
betrayed by her husband Tom. Hence , she has a right to have affair with Gatsby. Despite 
multiple affairs, Tom and Daisy are the survivals of these affairs, for, they belong to the 
class which can afford committing a sin and not to be punished. Fitzgerald says : “They 
were careless people, Tom and Daisy—they smashed up things and creatures and then 
retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept them 
together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made. . . .” (The Great Gatsby 
:164) 

The death of Myrtle and Gatsby is an inevitable punishment. While Tom and Daisy’s 
marriage survived, Myrtle and George’s marriage miserably failed. What kept Tom and 
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Daisy’s marriage intact was their ‘wealth, class and status.’ However, Myrtle and George 
didn’t have that luxury. The instability of their marriage is rooted in their poor financial 
condition. Adultery takes place in the restricted as well as of easy and free circumstances 
available in the society. Adultery is also caused by incompatible marriage and social status. 
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